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The Vice Presidency: Evolution of the Modern Office, 

1933-2001 



Summary 

Something of an afterthought, the vice presidential office came to the attention 
of the delegates to the constitutional convention in the closing days of their 
deliberations in 1787. The Vice President’s constitutional mandate vested him with 
two responsibilities: presiding over the deliberations of the Senate and standing by to 
succeed to the presidency in the event of the incumbent’s death. For the next 140 
years, those holding the vice presidential office served only these functions. Indeed, 
the Vice President soon came to be regarded as a legislative branch official. 
However, for six incumbents during this period, their service was particularly 
important to the nation when they succeeded to the presidency. 

Although some Vice Presidents informally provided advice to the Presidents with 
whom they served, the inclusion of the Vice President in Cabinet deliberations did not 
occur until the second decade of the 20 th century. Consequently, Cabinet members 
usually were more and better informed about the policies and practices of an 
administration than the man who might be required to lead that administration in the 
event of the President’s death. Woodrow Wilson fractured the precedent in 1919 
when he requested his Vice President to preside over a few Cabinet meetings while 
he was in France negotiating the treaty of peace concluding World War I. Thereafter, 
President Warren Harding regularly included his Vice President in Cabinet sessions, 
and with the presidency of Franklin D. Roosevelt, the practice became tradition. 
Moreover, President Roosevelt began to make other uses of the Vice President as an 
arm of the presidency, launching the modem version of this office. 

This report reviews the evolution of the modern vice presidency — the historical 
events and developments that have contributed to the expansion of the office beyond 
its largely legislative branch character to include diverse and important executive 
branch duties. It will be updated as changing conditions and circumstances 
recommend. 
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The Vice Presidency: Evolution of the 
Modern Office, 1933-2001 

Something of an afterthought, the vice presidential office came to the attention 
of the delegates to the constitutional convention in the closing days of their 
deliberations in 1787. The Vice President’s constitutional mandate vested him with 
two responsibilities: presiding over the deliberations of the Senate and standing by to 
succeed to the presidency in the event of the incumbent’s death. For the next 140 
years, those holding the vice presidential office served only these functions. Indeed, 
the Vice President soon came to be regarded as a legislative branch official. 
However, for six incumbents during this period, their service was particularly 
important to the nation when they succeeded to the presidency. They included John 
Tyler, Millard Fillmore, Andrew Johnson, Chester A. Arthur, Theodore Roosevelt, 
and Calvin Coolidge. 

Although some Vice Presidents informally provided advice to the Presidents with 
whom they served, the inclusion of the Vice President in Cabinet deliberations did not 
occur until the second decade of the 20 lh century. Consequently, Cabinet members 
usually were more and better informed about the policies and practices of an 
administration than the man who might be required to lead that administration in the 
event of the President’s death. Woodrow Wilson fractured the precedent in 1919 
when he requested Vice President Thomas R. Marshall to preside over a few Cabinet 
meetings while he was in France negotiating the treaty of peace concluding World 
War I. Thereafter, President Warren G. Harding regularly included Vice President 
Calvin Coolidge in Cabinet sessions. Elected to the presidency in 1924, Coolidge 
invited Vice President Charles G. Dawes to Cabinet meetings, but he declined. 
During the tenure of Herbert C. Hoover, Vice President Charles Curtis only 
occasionally attended Cabinet deliberations. With the presidency of Fran kl in D. 
Roosevelt, however, the practice of including the Vice President in the Cabinet 
became tradition. Moreover, President Roosevelt began to make other uses of Vice 
President John N. Gamer as an arm of the presidency, launching the modern version 
of this office. 1 

Expanded Responsibilities 

During the latter half of the 19 th century, broader thinking about other roles the 
Vice President might play began to be evidenced. When Congress chartered the 
Smithsonian Institution in 1846, the Vice President was statutorily designated a 



'Appendix 1 of this report identifies those individuals who held the position of Vice President 
and the Presidents with whom they served. 
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member of its Board of Regents. 2 Various editions of the Congressional Directory , 
the official almanac of Congress, reveal that James S. Sherman served as chairman of 
the congressional Commission on Enlarging the Capitol Grounds in 1 9 1 1 ; Thomas R. 
Marshall was a member of the Arlington Memorial Bridge Commission from 1914 to 
1921, succeeded by Calvin Coolidge during 1921-1923, Charles G. Dawes during 
1925-1929, Charles Curtis during 1929-1933, and John N. Gamer during the final 
months of 1933. Similarly, Dawes became a member of the congressional 
Commission on Enlarging the Capitol Grounds in 1 925, and was succeeded by Curtis, 
who chaired the panel, and Gamer, who also chaired. In addition, beginning in 1925, 
Dawes, Curtis, and Gamer were successively ex officio members of the Commission 
for the Celebration of the 200 th Anniversary of the Birth of George Washington. 

John N. Garner 

A veteran of the legislature, John N. Gamer came to the vice presidency on 
March 4, 1933, when he was 64 years old. A lawyer by training, he served as a judge 
in Uvalde County, Texas, during 1893-1896; moved on to the Texas House of 
Representatives in 1898; and then to the U.S. House of Representatives in 1903, 
where he served for the next 30 years. He was chosen House minority leader in 1928, 
and was elected Speaker in 1931. A life-long Democrat, Gamer has been described 
as a Jeffersonian, a man who thought that “we have too many laws,” and who 
believed in limited government — confined to protecting the lives and property rights 
of citizens. 3 He enjoyed the support of newspaper magnate William Randolph Hearst 
as a presidential candidate in 1932, and won the California primary contest in May. 
Placed in nomination at the Democratic national convention in Chicago in June, 
Gamer found himself locked in a stalemate with Fran kl in D. Roosevelt and two other 
rivals. Breaking the deadlock, Hearst prevailed upon Garner, who was in 
Washington, to release his delegates to Roosevelt. In doing so, Garner gained 
sufficient favor with FDR that he was selected as his running mate. 4 For many, 
Gamer was viewed as a counterweight to the progressive, internationalist Roosevelt. 
He subsequently found himself in opposition to the administration’s deficit spending 
policy, attempt to enlarge the composition of the Supreme Court, and some New Deal 
legislative initiatives. He was also among those in his party who opposed a third term 
for President Roosevelt. 

Fike his predecessors, Gamer, as Vice President, maintained offices on Capitol 
Hill, but he did not regard himself as primarily a legislative officer. He regularly 
attended and actively participated in Cabinet meetings, often advised the President, 
and, particularly during the early years of the New Deal, often provided liaison to 
Congress. Although the Vice President was not among those formally designated to 
attend the deliberations of the emergency coordinating councils successively created 



2 9 Stat. 102. 

3 Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., The Crisis of the Old Order, 1919-1933 (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1957), p. 228. 

4 Ibid., pp. 307-309. 




